This Eastern New Indo-Aryan language derives, like Bengali and Oriya, 
from the Magadhi Prakrit. It is spoken by around 12 milUon people in the 
state of Assam, which forms linguistically an enclave between Tibeto- 
Burman and Mon-Khmer territories. There are two dialects, Eastern 
(Sibsagar) and Western (Kamarupa). The Uterary standard is based on the 
former. The dialectal split dates from the fifteenth/sixteenth century. 
Assamese is one of the fourteen official languages recognized in the Indian 
constitution. 

From the thirteenth to the nineteenth century the Tai invaders, known as 
the Ahom, ruled the country, their power culminating in the early eighteenth 
century. The Ahom, who seem to have been relatively few in number, lost 
their own Tai language, and adopted the IE prakrit which was spoken by the 
inhabitants of the conquered territory (cf the adoption of a Slavonic 
language by the Old Bulgars). Ahom' is the normal Assamese pronunciation 
of the word asam (IE sibilants are reduced to /h, x/ in Assamese: see 
Phonology, below). 

In the early nineteenth century the British administration introduced 
Bengali as the official language of Assam. Popular opposition to this move 
was widespread and effective, and in 1882 Bengali was finally replaced by 
Assamese, though the Bengali script was retained. 

Literature in Assamese is recorded from the fourteenth century onwards. 
The father of Assamese literature is Sankaradeva, who was born in 1449 and 
seems to have died, aged 119, in 1568. To his valuable reworking of Sanskrit 
epic and religious material, Sankaradeva added a large output of original 
Krsnaite and bhakti poems and plays. His effect on the development of 
Assamese as a literary language was profound. A distinctive and specifically 
Assamese genre is the historical chronicle, many of which were produced 
during the last two centuries of Ahom rule: they are known by their Ahom 
name, Buronji, and nearly all are prudently anonymous. The first Assamese 
novel - Ranjanikant Bardaloi's Mirijiyari - was published in 1895. The short 
story was introduced by Laksminath Bezbarua, the founder, in 1889, of the 
important literary periodical JonakL A key work for the study of Assamese 
hterature is the Asamiya Sahityar Chaneki {Typical Selections from Assamese 
Literature) of Hemchandra Gosvami (1923-9). 

The Assamese lexicon comprises: 

(a) A main core of tadbhava words (pronounced /todbhob/ in Assamese) 
{see New Indo-Aryan Languages). 

(b) Tatsama words (Assamese /totsom/), providing a repertory of scholarly 
terminology for literature, politics, economics, and the sciences. 

(c) Loanwords from several sources, including desi words, shared with 
Bengali and Oriya. 

/~r\ n/ir>i-Mr^ii inji lA/^ni r^/r- SECOND EDITION Simultaneously published in the USA and Canadi 

COMPENDIUM WORLD'S george l Campbell @ 1991/2000 George L. Campbell 

OF THE LANGUAGES TSBN0-415-20298-U,Sef) 


